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Migration continues to be pictured in public debates as a failure to adapt to changes, while
policymakers explore adaptation measures as a means to reduce migration pressures, and scholars
have contended that migration processes exist within a larger framework of strategies for adapting to
damaging climate change impacts. So what are the impacts of migration on the adaptive capacities
and vulnerabilities of the origin and host communities, as well as of the migrants themselves? The
objective of this conceptual and methodological paper is to identify possible different options for
research into the consequences of migration for adaptation. The first section reviews how the
migration—adaptation nexus has been addressed in the literature, confirming the potential of human
mobility to build resilience and to increase adaptive capacities within complex and potentially
maladaptive processes. The next section explores the potential impacts of migration that need to be
studied, from three main vantage points: the migrants themselves, the community of origin, and the
community of destination. A final section weighs the possible approaches and suggests solutions that
may exist to advance empirical study of the migration—adaptation area nexus, so that it can address
not just the causes, but also the consequences of migration in the context of environmental changes.
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has caused the displacement of whole societies and

Introduction the subsequent fall of empires (Orlove 2005; Magnan

O ne of the founders of migration studies,
Ravenstein (1885), described migration as
‘life and progress’, whereas a sedentary
population meant ‘stagnation’. Other authors in the
field have characterised migration as a process
aimed at adjusting to changes (including Ratzel,
Wolpert, Huntington).

This idea has been revived, with a broader
dimension, in the context of the impacts of climate
change. Scholars have extended their view that
sudden and recurrent environmental factors influence
secular seasonal and short-term mobility (Chhetri
1987; Findley 1994) to account for the potential of
climate changes to produce migration outside of
‘usual” migration patterns (Glantz 1991; Rosenzweig
and Hillel 1993). Some suggest that climate change

et al. 2016). Climate change erodes the resilience of
communities, modifying not only the number of
migrants but the characteristics of pre-existing patterns
of migration as well. Rural resource-based livelihoods
are the most directly affected (Obokata et al. 2014).
People in vulnerable environments are highly
exposed, for example, in mountain (Afifi et al. 2014;
Milan and Ho 2014; Milan et al. 2015) or island
communities (Barnett 2001; Mortreux and Barnett
2009; IPCC 2007 2014).

Though migrants are often portrayed as victims in
the context of climate change, empirical evidence
also shows that in the face of environmental and
climatic stress, migration is a common household
strategy aimed at supporting basic needs and
livelihoods (Hampshire 2002; Foresight 2011; Piguet
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2013). Yet a UN review of national policy views and
priorities for international migration revealed that
most governments tend to focus migration policies on
reducing pressures to migrate, managing authorised
movements, and controlling irregular flows (UN DESA
2013). This is reflected in the dominant public and
political narratives of migration, through which
policymakers are incentivised to oversimplify
migration as an issue of competition and tensions
(Boswell et al. 2011; Blocher 2016), while linking
migration to endemic conflict, disease, crime and
resource scarcity (McLeman 2014). Policymakers
often view climate change adaptation measures and
sustainable development in the larger sense as a
means to reduce migration pressures, particularly for
rural and hazard-exposed populations (Clemens
2014).

Additional empirical work is needed (Foresight
2011). There is growing consensus among scholars
that migration itself serves as part of the positive
adaptation strategies adopted in the context of
environmental and climatic change (Bardsley and
Hugo 2010; Black et al. 2011a; McLeman and Smit
2006). It can be a way to reduce population
pressures in places prone to climate risks (Lonergan
1998; McLeman and Hunter 2010), while diasporas
provide important resources to help communities
adapt and respond to climate change, through
economic and social remittances and more (de Haas
2007 2008 2010; Levitt and Lamba-Nieves 2011).
Although  discussed often, the application of
migration in the field of climate change adaptation
has not been adequately examined. Furthermore, the
policy apparatus capable of delivering the potential
of migration has not yet been developed (Bettini and
Andersson 2014). A key challenge today is to flesh out
the relationship between migration and adaptation
processes in the context of climatic changes. This
article seeks to provide a perspective on this from the
field of migration studies, and begins to address
managed migration as a new tool for climate change
adaptation policy, and one that transforms mobility
into a positive exercise.

Overview and contribution of this article

Since the late 2000s, migration has been increasingly
characterised as a potential adaptation strategy in
response to climate change (Black et al. 2011b;
Webber and Barnett 2010). Yet, despite a proliferation
of empirical studies on the topic (cf. Piguet 2010 2013),
a number of fundamental gaps remain in its theoretical
and empirical understandings. Many studies are limited
to single documented events (hurricane, drought, etc.)
or natural resources (e.g. rainfall), and the analysis
compares ‘before’ and ‘after’ situations (Findley 1994;
Paul 2005). This is a weakness in the literature, merely
capturing snapshots of movement rather than
incremental migratory responses (Piguet 2010).
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Thus far discussions have largely been through
the lens of the natural sciences (Massey et al. 2010;
Morrissey  2009), often identifying community
response to the impacts of climate change as a
direct function of exposure (IPCC 2007; MclLeman
and  Hunter  2010).  Polarisation  between
environmental sciences and migration studies
(Castles 2011; Gemenne 2011; Morrissey 2009)
helps perpetuate oversimplified accounts of how
ecological changes are interlinked with mobility
(Bettini and Andersson 2014). This paper seeks to
leverage lessons from migration studies to inform a
debate that is heavily dominated by environmental
scholars, with the aim of helping researchers to
explain better the distinctive character of migration
in the context of climate change. Because adaptation
is widely seen as a matter of environmental policy,
we argue that such policy needs to account for all
dimensions of migration. We contend that not only
do the situations of migrants need to be considered,
but also those of the communities of origin and of
destination. This goes beyond direct impacts (e.g. of
remittances) to include indirect effects on wider
economic  development, social growth, health
outcomes, power structures, inter alia (de Haas 2010;
Barbieri and Confalonieri 2011; Abdurazakova 2011).
Furthermore, potential maladaptive effects on all sides
of migration systems must be considered holistically.

Migration is understood in broad terms, given a
diversity of types of internal and cross-border
migration and variable accompanying effects on
individuals and households. Internal migration is
likely to represent the majority of migrations related
to climatic and environmental changes (Hugo 1996),
although international migration is currently the
primary preoccupation of policymakers (UN DESA
2013). We posit that researchers should not limit
their attention to any one cause of migration, in
order to encompass the outcomes of all types of
migration, whatever their reasons. While we focus on
the social, economic and political outcomes of
migration, which do imply a productive use of
available resources, we are unable to consider fully
the long-term ecological outcomes of migration.
However, this is undoubtedly a critical aspect of the
sustainability of migration flows, as is the long-term
sustainability of healthy and productive environments
in the destination and origin regions (cf. Hugo 1996;
Carr 2009).

Our key framing question is the following:
adaptation by migration for whom? First, we
endeavour to define adaptation in this context. Next,
we provide an overview of the environmental
migration literature', and follow this with a
discussion of the methodological challenges facing
researchers in investigating the linkages between
environmental and climatic changes and migration.
Finally, using noteworthy pieces from among the
most directly relevant empirical and conceptual
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work from across migration studies, we discuss the
merits and challenges to answering our framing
question from each of three possible vantage points:
the migrant, the community of origin, and the
community of destination. We aim to weigh the
essential characteristics, advantages and disadvantages
of each approach in order to support future qualitative
and quantitative research. While we recognise that
these three ‘vantage points’ do not exist in isolation
from one another in practice, we attempt to use this
framework as a conceptual guide. In the interest of
answering the key question, this paper emphasises the
impacts of migration rather than its causes.

In the final section we stress that migration in
general, and not only migration triggered in part by
environmental changes, can have an impact on
adaptation. We recommend that research limits be
pressed beyond the superficial category of a migrant
whose mobility appears to be directly related to
environmental changes (Foresight 2011; IOM 2011).
Research would benefit from approaches that are
more concurrent with the nuance and long time
scale of the impacts of climate change. In the
concluding section, we suggest combining methods
and addressing technical challenges with this
approach. To assist this, Table 1 lays out, in
narrative form, four approaches we identify in this
text; three vantage points and a combination of
methods.

Defining adaptation

The concept of adaptation emerged from the world
of evolutionary biology as a dynamic, non-
directional, longer-term phenomenon  (Williams
1966, vii). It has since been applied in the social
and political sciences, notably, in the case of
cultural and social exchange and adaptation (Chhetri
1987). The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC) defines adaptation thus: ‘In human
systems, the process of adjustment to actual or
expected climate and its effects, which seeks to
moderate harm or exploit beneficial opportunities’
(IPCC 2014).

Environmental changes have the potential to
erode resilience and adaptive capacities, modifying
not only the number of migrants but also the
characteristics of pre-existing patterns. Positive
adjustments are produced through two mechanisms.
First, migrants can contribute to recovery following
unavoidable shocks. Second, migration may increase
adaptive capacities, defined as the abilities of people
and societies to transform structure, function, or
organisation to manage better their response to
weather hazards and other negative changes (IPCC
2012, 72). Migration may not be the first or only
adaptive strategy chosen or, indeed, the most
appropriate (Brown 2008). People move short and
long distances within the larger frame of their

responses to the world around them, an evolving
relationship largely shaped by subjective and non-
environmental factors (Faist and Shade 2013).
Perceptions, cultural values and norms are
paramount. The perceived ability to employ
adaptation  strategies successfully may be as
important as the objective ability (Grothmann and
Patt 2005).

Migration can be a ‘successful’ adaptation strategy
if it can increase the ability to rely on existing
household resources (Tacoli 2011b; Warner and Afifi
2014). Adaptive actions are non-linear, may change
over time, and are not always necessarily positive.
Short-term coping strategies that mitigate harm may
be seen as adaptive, but in many cases have proven
to be maladaptive in the long term. Maladaptation is
defined as an action taken ostensibly to avoid or
reduce vulnerability to climate change, but that
impacts adversely on, or increases, the vulnerability
of other systems, sectors or social groups (Barnett
and O'Neill 2010). Both direct and indirect
vulnerability to climate-related pressures are important
(Magnan et al. 2016). Of note are adaptation measures
that may simply reduce in situ pressures by displacing
them onto another ecologically or socioeconomically
connected ‘system’; that is, communities of origin or
destination (cf. Juhola et al. 2016, Magnan et al.
2016).

State of the art

In fragile environments, migration is essential in
preserving life and satisfying basic needs. Recent
figures suggest that since 2008, an average of 26.4
million people are displaced every year by natural
hazard-induced disasters (IDMC 2015). In addition,
environmental degradation, exacerbated by climatic
changes, can erode livelihoods to a point of rupture.
Numerous case studies link increased mobility to
periods of environmental stress (Tacoli 2011a;
Ginnetti et al. 2013), but socio-economic factors are
often the proximate causes of vulnerability (Ginetti
et al. 2013). Outside evacuation scenarios, it is
important to consider why households perceive
themselves to be imminently at risk. Ezra and Kiros
(2001), for example, demonstrated through a multi-
level analysis of 2000 households in 40 villages in
Ethiopia that perceived local vulnerability to a food
crisis was a key factor in out-migration.

Recent empirical observations highlight migration
as a powerful adaptation strategy for populations
faced with environmental and climate changes
(Bardsley and Hugo 2010; Black etal. 2011a;
McLeman and Smit 2006). In the underpinnings of
the New Economics of Labour Migration (NELM)
approach, migration is understood as a risk
management strategy adopted at the household level
(Stark and Levhari 1982; Lucas and Stark 1985).
Migration scholars conclude that among rural
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Table 1 Continued

Commonly used methods

Indicators

Challenges

Positive points

Vantage point

Combining one or more of the

Combine points above

Technical challenges connecting
the community of origin and the

community of destination

Innovation potential

Combining

above with qualitative methods

Agent based modelling (ABM)
which uses statistical data and/

or natural resource data with

Comprehensiveness of the

approach

communities

of destination

Internal validity is a key issue

for climate hot spots

and of origin

qualitative evidence (e.g. Smith
et al. 2008; Warner and

If through recalled migration

histories: challenges related to
informant accuracy and the

questionable value of

How can migration serve adaptation to climate change?

resources for

Afifi 2014; Afifi et al. 2015)

availability of natural

Comparing time series

reduced at times of

If tracking migrants e.g. through
migration corridors: questions
on the efficiency of resources
for numerous destinations, and

retrospective data (cf. Smith and
potential for dropout

Thomas 2003)

patterns and routes in

The Geographical Journal 2017 doi: 10.1111/geoj.12205
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households in particular, dependent on natural
household
consumption (Obokata et al. 2014), internal and
cross-border migration can be employed to address
income gaps and serve as an informal insurance
strategy (Lee 1966; Stark and Levhari 1982; Lucas
and Stark 1985; Gubert 2002; Foresight 2011).
Migration is not necessarily a strategy of last resort
(Hampshire 2002), but is often a voluntary decision
taken as part of longer-term strategies aimed at building
capacities to confront unfavourable conditions (Jager
et al. 2009). In 1966, Wolpert showed that the large-
scale internal migration in the US in the 1930s during
the ‘Dust Bowl’ was an adjustment to environmental
stress. Rather than a migration en masse, however, the
timing and outcomes of migration in this period are
distinguished by capital endowments, as a function of
household resilience (McLeman and Smit 2006).
Perhaps unsurprisingly, empirical studies produce
variable and context-specific signals. Social and
political components of exposure and sensitivity to
environmental factors evolve (Turner et al. 2003);
individual attributes in the makeup of a household
vary; and the occurrence of natural hazards and the

changing, in accelerated and unpredictable ways due
to climate change (Stocker et al. 2013). Using a multi-
level approach to migration histories in Burkina Faso
from 1960 to 1998, Henry et al. (2003) demonstrate
that people from drier regions are more likely to
engage in both temporary and permanent migration to
other rural areas, but the likelihood of short-term
moves to distant destinations decreases when rainfall
is scarcer, due to more limited household resources.
of north-south
migration and average annual rainfall in Ghana, Van
der Geest (2011) suggests that migration can be

environmental stress. He emphasises
behaviour must be seen as part of the ‘normal’
internal and temporary migration patterns in the
region, which serve a traditional lifestyle that is
routinely tested by adverse conditions. Jonsson (2010)
echoes this notion in her review of case studies of
international and internal
drought, desertification and soil degradation in the
Sahel. Highlighting the role of pre-existing migration
these movements,
furthermore underlines that these patterns are manifest
outcomes of social and cultural considerations.

An important element of the household migration
decision-making process appears to be the disposition
of various capitals required to migrate. A number of
studies demonstrate a U-shaped relationship between
migration flows and deviation from average rainfall
variability, highlighting that the capacity to migrate
varies with (changing) household economic resources
(Feng et al. 2010; Nawrotzki et al. 2013 2015).
Similarly, in an analysis of the drought-prone state of
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Durango in Mexico between 1951 and 1991,
increased rainfall is positively correlated with migration
to the US (Kniveton et al. 2009). During times of
relative plenty of natural resources, households
are able to free up the resources necessary for a
family member to migrate. During times of peak
environmental stress, households lacking the resources
to migrate are less mobile, and choose to prioritise
basic necessities. The Where the Rain Falls project
(hereafter Rainfalls) takes the link between rainfall
patterns and human mobility further, distinguishing
household ‘profiles’ of environmental migration in
eight countries (Warner and Afifi 2014; Afifi et al.
2015). Rainfalls suggests that while the decision of
resource-dependent  households to invest in a
household member migrating may be correlated with
rainfall, the ‘success’ of migration is often related to
contextual conditions and household attributes
preceding movement.

Empirical studies thus suggest that migration is a
complex and nuanced phenomenon. In public
debates, however, migration remains mostly presented
as the undesirable outcome of a failure to adapt. In
debates around the UN Framework Convention on
Climate Change (UNFCCC), emphasis is often placed
on displacement of atrisk populations as a
forgone conclusion. The presentation of migration as
problematic is evidenced by a policy focus on
influencing the modalities, volume and geographic
bounds of migration, rather than delivering on the
development potential of migration (DFID 2013; Black
et al. 2011b). Misconceptions and mounting distrust of
migrants and asylum seekers contribute to this view
(Bosswick 2000; Morrissey 2012).

Such a disconnect between empirical research
and public debate is likely at best to induce
governance and institutional structures poorly suited to
respond to the challenges and opportunities presented
(Blocher 2016), or at worse to promote policymakers to
support maladaptive policy responses aimed at
preventing migration (Black et al. 2011b). This article
attempts to inform evidence-based policymaking by
suggesting conceptual and methodological approaches
for future studies.

Adaptation for whom? Three vantage points to
assess

We explore migration impacts against a framing
question: adaptation by migration for whom? Three
population groups need to be considered: the
migrants themselves, the community of origin, and
the community of destination.

For the migrants themselves

Traditionally it is envisaged that migrants adapt
themselves to environmental influences, and this is
usually manifested in one of two ways according to the

The Geographical Journal 2017 doi: 10.1111/geoj.12205
© 2017 Royal Geographical Society (with the Institute of British Geographers)

literature. First, migration can thus serve as a response
when needs cannot be satisfied in situ, whether there
are immediate needs precipitated by a ‘tipping point’ at
which habitation in the home area is no longer
tolerable, as identified by residents in Bolivia, Senegal
and Tanzania, for example (Tacoli 2011a).
Interviewees who identify environmental factors in
their decision to migrate often refused to be considered
as victims, but insisted on their resourcefulness and
proactivity (Farbotko 2005; Gemenne 2011).

Second, migrants also seek access to improved
socio-economic status. Indeed, migrants often enjoy
greater access to employment, services, and other life
opportunities.  The  multi-country  ‘Environmental
Change and Forced Migration Scenarios’ (EACH-FOR)
project, a pioneering project which produced a
number of empirical studies specific to environmental
migration, concluded that in many contexts, apparently
successful migrants — a self-selecting group — were the
young and socially mobile, who are able to enjoy
relatively improved status during migration or upon
return (Stark and Taylor 1989 1991; Jager et al. 2009).
In some contexts, migration constitutes an important
rite of passage into adulthood as well as an affirmation
of household and personal success or prestige (Jonsson
2010 2011). Such insights have since been confirmed
by numerous other empirical studies. For many women
in post-Soviet countries, migration has often provided
new opportunities for greater autonomy, financial
control and self-confidence, and also promotes a better
balance between the sexes (Abdurazakova 2011).

Migration is, however, a strategy entailing potential
risks. In Ghana and Tanzania, for example, it has been
characterised as an ‘erosive’ or maladaptive coping
strategy for vulnerable households (Warner and Afifi
2014). Migrants often suffer a relatively lower
socioeconomic status than their hosts, and when
compared with their previous status in their community
of origin (Czaika and de Haas 2012). Migrants face
barriers to obtaining employment, access to adequate
and dignified living conditions, and security of
tenure. Migrants face serious pressures to succeed.
Remittances may represent a significant proportion of a
migrant’s income, leaving them in relative poverty.
Anecdotes suggesting that migrants take out loans to
visit their families and make shows of wealth are not
uncommon, suggesting families may be unaware of the
poor conditions in which a migrant is living.

Testing adaptation of the migrants themselves often
relies on various indicators of individual wellbeing.
Many studies to date have considered the process
leading to migration as well as the relative success of
migrants in the area of destination (cf. Halliday 2006;
Jager et al. 2009). However, this is a one-sided view.
Concretely, migrants may inaccurately represent or be
unaware of the situation of their potentially idealised
community of origin. Furthermore, non-migrants and
community members unable to migrate are
underrepresented in these studies, although to
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consider the adaption of the community overall, those
left behind are important (Black et al. 2011a).

For the community of origin

Literature on migration and development weighs the
outcomes of migration as a meaningful development
strategy for the region of origin, against potential
negative effects on the origin areas (cf. de Haas 2010).
Communities are influenced either by the migrants’
absence or by the links they maintain. At the most basic
level, migration can lessen strain on limited resources
while alleviating other risks related to overpopulation;
this offers those who stay better chances for survival
(Mink 1993; Scheffran et al. 2012). Sending a family
member out of an area with low access to capital
markets allows a household to overcome barriers to
production and income (Taylor 1999).

On the other hand, migration can result in
deterioration of the workforce and assets amongst
those who stay. People who choose not to, or who
are unable to, migrate suffer considerably from the
departure of others. For example, women are often
left with the burden of care for elderly relatives and
children. They may suffer isolation, deprivation and
the emotional costs and fears of migrant loved ones
not returning (Abdurazakova 2011).

The role of migrant networks and personal
linkages for the economic and social development of
origin areas is significant (Chhetri 1987; Adger 1999;
Gubert 2002; de Haas 2007 2010). The commonest
intervention for such individuals and networks are
the financial remittances sent to relatives back home
on a regular basis, which can greatly improve the
resilience of the latter to environmental changes and
shocks. These transfers play a crucial role in poverty
alleviation and development: they are larger and
more stable capital flows than overseas development
aid or foreign direct investment (Yang and Choi
2007). In addition, social and political remittances —
the skills, knowledge, and behaviours migrants
transfer between receiving and sending areas, along
with political and civic practices, bargaining, and
identities — are critical to providing the know-how
and connections helpful for development in the
areas of origin (Barnett and Webber 2010; Levitt and
Lamba-Nieves 2011; Asian Development Bank
2012). Transfers of financial, social, and intellectual
capitals can foster adaptation in three main ways
identified below.

First, they can bolster capital investments and
income-generating  activities. ~ Household by
household, migration is a way of securing a source
of revenue in times of hardship. In addition,
remittances can support agricultural and non-
agricultural investment. In aggregate, they foster a
more resilient agriculture and are instrumental in the
diversification of rural economies (Yang and Choi
2007; Barnett and Webber 2010). In some contexts,

the poorest households are those that do not receive
remittances (Tacoli 2011a; Milan et al. 2015). A
study conducted in parts of Uzbekistan and
Tajikistan found that household incomes deriving
from remittances were used mainly for durable
goods, business investment, health, education and
family traditions (Abdurazakova 2011).

Second, remittances can provide support in the
wake of disasters. Natural hazard-induced disasters
and humanitarian crises usually trigger waves of
solidarity among emigrant groups, which organise
themselves to provide relief efforts in the immediate
aftermath (Yang 2008). A number of studies in Haiti,
Jamaica, the Philippines, Viet Nam and Samoa have
found that remittances towards these countries
increased following disaster events (Paulson and
Rodgers 1997; Adger 1999; Foresight 2011). Internal
and international diaspora groups may support the
livelihoods of communities of origin in the short
term (Adger et al. 2002). Diaspora philanthropy can
be channelled by formal and interpersonal networks;
via. NGOs, places of worship, hometown
associations, formal and informal alumni groups, and
so on. Diaspora networks can also provide political
capital. Following Typhoon Haiyan, the Filipino
community in the United States lobbied for the
Philippines to be granted temporary protection status
(although in this case it was not granted, it was a
well supported movement) (Grenier 2013).

Finally, remittances can also fund collective
adaptation projects. Although there is little evidence
of remittances being pooled to fund projects specific
to climate change adaptation, the exacerbation of
climate change impacts might make this more likely.
Migrant networks have been known to mobilise
resources following natural hazard events (Asian
Development Bank 2012). Such networks also
contribute over time by providing resources,
information and capacities to help communities deal
with environmental changes. In a number of study
areas, for example in Bolivia, remittances have
provided the bulk of the capital needed for local
agricultural development (Tacoli 2011a). Diaspora
philanthropy is increasingly being facilitated by the
existence of online social networks and the use of
new communications technology.

Testing adaptation of the community of origin
implies paying attention to communities affected by
a high level of out-migration and/or by environmental
changes. Research needs to assess the scale and
ultimate use of remittances, monetary and otherwise.
Remittance income has been shown to have direct
effects on the resource base, economic wellbeing and
resilience of a community (Adger etal. 2002).
Regardless of the type of migration (short versus long-
term, internal versus international), a relatively long-
term perspective must be adopted. This means that
considering whether migration has helped to fulfil
basic needs, or to enhance long-term stability, is
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significant in the assessment of migration as
adaptation. The use of remittances for investment
may widen pre-existing inequalities (Stark et al.
1986), in ways that use of remittance income for
consumption may not. In addition, social remittances
may be of comparable value to monetary remittances
(Levitt and Lamba-Nieves 2011). Researchers could
assess the extent to which these skills were acquired
abroad, continue to be used upon return, and have
been taught to others.

It would furthermore be important to determine
whether a labour shortage and loss of skills in the
same region was adequately compensated (cf. Tacoli
2011a). Research could assess whether the
magnitude of remittances allows, for example, the
hiring of day labourers. These dynamics will also
depend on the time migrants spend away, and
whether the accrued experience of migrants helps
the community to build ever-greater capacities.

For the community of destination

The dominant narrative on the impacts of migration
for its destination regions remains one of
competition, tension and conflict. According to a
United Nations (UN) review of an array of policies
of low- and middle-income nations, the proportion
with policies to reduce migration to urban centres
rose from 51% in 1996 to 73% in 2005 (UN 2006).
A review of Poverty Reduction as well as
Development Strategy Papers across Africa argues
that migration is a common ‘scapegoat’ for a host of
broader socio-economic structural issues (DFID
2013), from the spread of crime and HIV/AIDS to
land degradation and poverty (Black et al. 2006).
Migration is commonly referred to in public
discourse as a driver of overpopulation and conflict.
However, few studies have been able to identify
strong links between resource scarcity, migration and
conflict®. Casting environmental migrants as failures
plays into commonly held pre-misconceptions, at a
time in which migrants and asylum seekers are
increasingly viewed in a negative light (Bosswick
2000; Oels 2011).

There are nevertheless important and potentially
maladaptive migration flows towards regions that
are highly vulnerable to the impacts of climate change
due to resource scarcity, overcrowding and inadequate
infrastructure (de Sherbinin 2007), and to coastal and
deltaic cities in particular (de Sherbinin et al. 2014).
The increasing scale and frequency of natural hazards,
and ineffective disaster warning and response
mechanisms, exacerbate risk (Ginnetti et al. 2013).

Migration and development scholars profess the
benefits of migration, as a component assisting in a
wider socio-cultural phenomenon of adaptation. First,
internal and international migration is historically
viewed as an adjustment to market imbalances. In
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growing urban areas in particular, migrants may fill
labour and demographic gaps (Ravenstein 1885; Lee
1966; Taylor 1999; Foresight 2011). Migrant
populations also create demand for goods and services,
including those from their source areas, bolstering
economic growth while forging new and stronger trade
relationships.

Second, recent work on multiculturalism and
migration policies has highlighted the cultural
benefits of migration for diversity. The presence of a
migrant population which contributes to public
debate and social change has dividends for
education, inclusiveness and innovation (cf. Massey
et al. 1998; de Haas 2007 2010). Social and cultural
capitals, noted above, flow in all directions in
migration systems.

A final, and related, point is that because of the
diversity that accompanies migrant communities,
migration acts as a vehicle for transfers of knowledge
and technologies, and thus can help spur growth and
development (Freeman and Kessler 2008; de Haas
2010). Migrants are a self-selecting group, and may
have a more developed entrepreneurial and risk-taking
spirit compared with the average population (Jaeger
et al. 2010).

Testing the climate change adaptation-migration
nexus

Adaptation for whom? Some recommendations

More empirical studies are clearly needed. While
case studies are limited, quantitative studies are even
more so (Piguet 2010; Foresight 2011; Milan et al.
2015). Combining methods could draw upon a
range of methods including ecological inference,
individual sample surveys, time series analysis,
multilevel analysis, agent-based modelling (ABM),
amongst others (cf. Piguet 2010). The impacts of
migration in all its forms are relevant to
understanding long-term adaptation. These dynamics
can be observed by exploring the creation of new
social networks among migrants and between
communities as well as through the transfer of
knowledge, technology, credit and other resources.

Studies examining both areas of origin and
destination (e.g. Warner and Afifi 2014) remain
relatively few in number. Such an approach is
resource intensive and suffers from the existence of
various barriers to studying the migration system as a
whole. In addition to financial constraints, the
marginalisation of migrants, political sensitivities,
and privacy and security concerns can also be
prohibitive when it comes to tracing individual
migrants throughout their journey. In Table T we
summarise a number of the advantages and
challenges of each of the approaches described
above.
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Conclusions

Scholars’ opinions diverge over whether the adaptive
benefits of migration outweigh the ‘costs’ to the
home communities. In migration studies to date,
methodological choices may have inadvertently led
to inaccuracies as interview and survey participants
reflect false assumptions about their counterparts in
the migration process. Distinguishing the effects of
migration on areas that may be source, destination
and transit areas poses distinct conceptual
challenges. These dynamics clearly demonstrate that
all of the vantage points of the migration process
should be weighed objectively and comprehensively
in investigating migratory outcomes. In order to
advance the body of knowledge around the
migration—environment nexus, it is necessary to
develop a better appreciation of how migration,
when employed as a strategy to respond to climate
change, affects the adaptive capacities of migrants,
communities of origin, and communities of
destination.

In the sections above, we have attempted to
respond to the conceptual and methodological
challenges surrounding these questions. A persistent
concern is  explicitly  relating  migrants to
environmental factors and seeking to identify the
latter in situ, due to the multi-causality of migration
phenomena and the role of individual perceptions
and motivations. Focusing on ‘environmental’
migration may overlook the role of other forms of
migration in increasing the adaptive capacities of
participating communities (Gemenne and Blocher
2016). In studying migration in general, and without
seeking to embed definitions, complications of
pursuing this area of study may be adequately
managed. There remains the need for a reference
group against which to compare results; whether
it be the non-migrants of the migrant-sending

households, members of those households not
sending migrants, other migrants, or the host
community.

In our final section we argue that studies should,
where possible, begin from a starting point of
examining changes to migration patterns and
migrants as part of system-wide effects. Considering
migration in the context of climate change requires
this perspective in order to ensure that the potential
of migration can be understood and delivered.
Future empirical studies should seek to provide a
means to consider policy approaches that facilitate
the positive contributions of the three vantage points,
in order to maximise the benefits and minimise the
harms of migration. More empirical evidence at
micro- and maco-levels is needed to fill the gaps in
current knowledge in order to develop common
approaches to promote adaptation.

More reflection is also needed to define what
constitutes ‘successful’ migration in the context of

adaptation. Examples noted above distinguish
‘successful’” movements from maladaptation (Warner
and Afifi 2014; Afifi et al. 2015 Magnan et al.
2016), but have not addressed the timescales over
which one can draw a conclusion. This requires
consideration of multiple types and dimensions of
vulnerability. What constitutes adaptation for some
may represent maladaptation in other parts of the
system. Hence, the development of policies which
promote migration as adaptation warrants not just a
reflection on the beneficiaries of these policies, but
also on the indicators of success — and at which
points in time they may best be measured; and these
reflections need to be properly integrated.

Progress towards these objectives will help dispel
assumptions and negative attitudes surrounding
migration, which impose normative judgments on
changes in migration flows as having some standard
form of impact, positive or negative, on either or
both the communities of origin and destination
communities. This is critical to advancing the
academic  discourse and  political  dialogue
surrounding migration, which is a precursor to
developing measures to assist migrants and non-
migrants as they adapt to changing conditions.
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Notes

11In regards to environmental drivers of migration, the
‘CLIMIG’ bibliographic database developed by the University
of Neuchatel ensured we conducted a comprehensive
review: https://environmentalmigration.iom.int/projects/climig.

2 Cf. O’Loughlin et al. (2012), on the non-linear relationship
between temperature and conflict in East Africa between
1990 and 2009, and Kelley et al. (2015), on the potential
implications of the 2007-10 drought in Syria on the
demographic factors contributing to civil unrest.
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